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Abstract 
 
This paper is a ten-year follow-up on a study conducted in 1995 that profiled women 
entrepreneurs in Australia (Bennett and Dann 2000). The aim of the paper is to identify 
changes in demographic profile, motivation and personality traits of women entrepreneurs 
over the past ten years by replicating a study from1995 and reporting the results.  
 
 
Literature review 
 
Research on female entrepreneurs sought to determine the characteristics and motivations of 
successful female entrepreneurs, including comparisons to their male counterparts, in an 
attempt to understand and foster support strategies to specifically encourage growth in this 
area (Moore and Buttner, 1997).  More recently the research has broadened to include more 
detailed analysis of the types and function of businesses as well as other factors such as; 
challenges and barriers (Still and Timms, 2000; Carter, 2000 and McLelland, Swail, Bell and 
Ibbotson, 2005), the transition into entrepreneurship (Terjesen, 2005), family factors (Smith, 
2000; Schindehutte, Morri and Brennan, 2003, Bennett and Dann, 2000 and Ufuk and Ozgen, 
2001), management styles (Davidson and Burke, 2001), policy and support (Carter, 2000; 
Still and Timms, 1997), financing (Verhuel and Thurik, 2001, Bruin and Hartle, 2005 and 
Haines, Orser and Riding, 1999), networking, development and growth strategies (McLelland, 
Swail, Bell and Ibbotson, 2005).  Many women start their own businesses as an alternative 
career option.  This is largely in response to the glass ceiling where women feel they cannot 
pass a particular management level (Moore and Buttner, 1997), discontent with the traditional 
promotional path within an organisation or an effort to reduce the stress associated with an 
employee (Kephart and Schumacher, 2005). 
 
The Female Entrepreneur in Australia: Historical Overview 
 
The Australian situation has presented some interesting data on the involvement of women in 
Entrepreneurship over the past decade.   Despite a constant increase in the labour force 
participation rate by women, the end of the 1990’s saw a decline in growth of the number of 
women operating their own small businesses, down by 1% compared to a growth in Small 
Business ownership by men of 2.8% per year in Australia (ABS, 2000: 1).  Until 1999, 
growth in female owned small businesses had occurred at an average annual rate of 3.2% 
(ABS, 1997: 1).  According to the Westpac Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) 
Australian study of Entrepreneurship, female entrepreneurial activity peaked in 2001 at 
10.6%, experienced a slow down in 2002 and then rose again in 2003 to 9.6%, taking the 
proportion of female entrepreneurs to male entrepreneurs to its highest ever level of 71%, 
with a trend overtime to more women starting businesses (see figure 1, Hindle and 
Rushworth, 2003: 1).  The literature covers two types of characteristic data, classic 
demographic characteristics such as age, socio-economic status, education, work status and 
the presence of role models.  The second area consists of more personality characteristics and 
subjective factors such as fear of failure, opportunity perception and confidence in one’s own 
ability (Minniti, 2005: 20). 
 
Demographics of  Women Entrepreneurs 
 
In Australia, female participation rates in entrepreneurial activity was highest in the 44-54 
years age range in both 2002 and 2003 (Hindle and Rushworth, 2003: 10).  This is higher than 
the average reported at a global level between 35-44 years of age in high income countries 
(Minniti et al, 2005: 20). In the current study, respondents ranged between 21 and 61, with 
40% of the sample aged 35-44, and 23% aged 44-54.  This is consistent with the expected 
global participation levels, and below the anticipated age of Australian participants. The 
educational background of female entrepreneurs has received some attention with a recent 
study in Canada concluding that women and men have similar educational backgrounds 
(Menzies et al, 2004: 101), although women are less likely to have a business background or 
major in engineering 
 
The position of the female entrepreneur in the family has also been analysed with research 
suggesting that female entrepreneurs come from families where they are the only or eldest 
child (Anonymous, 1995).  Female entrepreneurs have also been more likely to originate from 
families where they have an entrepreneurial parent as a role model (Bennett and Dann, 2000: 
77).  In 1997, Australian women small business owners predominated in the education, health 
and community services, and personal and other service sectors (Timms and Still, 1997: 3.2).   
 
Personality Traits of Entrepreneurship 
 
There is conflicting research in terms of the differences between men and women on their 
characteristics, motivation, business focus and growth strategies.  Australian research has 
found that key characteristics for women are internal locus of control, achievement orientation 
and risk taking (Bennett and Dann, 2000).  Many studies also suggest women have less self-
confidence than men (Menzies, Diochon and Gasse, 2004: 101), although this is contradicted 
by Ljunggren and Klovereid (1996), who found that women perceived themselves to have a 
higher ability to see the venture through to fruition than men.  The characteristics of female 
entrepreneurs have been studied along numerous dimensions; however, more recent literature 
suggests a tendency for some of these to converge along similar lines to men, particularly 
given women are bridging the education and opportunity gap (Schmidt and Parker, 2003).   
 
Motivations 
 
Significant attention is given in the literature to the motivations for starting a business, 
predominantly focusing on push or pull factors.  Push factors are associated with necessity 
and in the current study included redundancy (10%), unemployment (8%), frustration with 
previous employment (75%), the need to earn a reasonable living (67%) and flexible work 
schedule (83%). McLelland et al, (2005: 85-86) anticipated pull factors would included 
factors reflected by opportunity motives, In the current study, these factors such as 
independence (96%), self-fulfilment (97%), autonomy (96%), self-achievement (97%), social 
status (23%) and power (39%) support McLelland et al, (2005) pull factors .  The early 
studies identified significant differences between men and women, although the recent study 
by GEM (2004) showed that the major motivating factor for women entering entrepreneurship 
is opportunity, similar to men (Minniti et al, 2005: 12). 
 
 
2006 Female Entrepreneurship Study - Method 
 
In early 2006, a study of female entrepreneurs in Australia was conducted to assess the 
current state of the market, and to determine whether the contemporary profile of female 
entrepreneurs matches that held by the international literature.  The study replicated earlier 
research conducted in 1995 by Bennett and Dann (2000) that profiled the demographics, 
motivations and personality of women entrepreneurs.  The current study involved an online 
survey that was completed by 182 women entrepreneurs.  These women were contacted via 
mailing lists and newsletters of Australian government departments that assist women 
entrepreneurs and women’s business associations.  Sample characteristics were mean age of 
39 years, 50% were from New South Wales, 24% from Queensland and 10.6% from Victoria. 
The measures were sourced from Bennett and Dann (2001). 
 
 
Results 
 
In Australia, female participation rates in Entrepreneurial activity tend to be highest in the 44-
54 years age range in both 2002 and 2003 (Hindle and Rushworth, 2003: 10).  This is higher 
than the average reported at a global level between 35-44 years of age in high income 
countries (Minniti et al, 2005: 20). In the current study, respondents ranged between 21 and 
61, with a mean of 39 years, and 40% of the sample aged 35-44, and 23% aged 44-54.  This is 
consistent with the expected global participation levels, and below the anticipated age of 
Australian participants.  
 
Education and Experience 
 
Respondents to the survey were more likely to have higher education (58%), with Business 
(35%) and Arts – Humanities (25%) dominating the qualifications, followed by science 
(13%).  This is a lower proportion than the 1995 study with 61% possessing tertiary 
qualifications; however the disciplines pursued appear in similar proportions. 
 
Family Position and Family Influence  
 
In the 1995 study, 65.3% of the entrepreneurs were either the eldest girls or the eldest child in 
the family, the same proportion was found in the current study.   Similarly in both studies 
approximately 46% had parents who were self-employed.  Interestingly, of the women who 
indicated they had a role-model, 41% cited their parents as the role-model. 
 
Nature of the business ventures 
 
Finance, Property and Business Services (42.6%) and Recreational, personal and other 
services (28.4%) dominated the responses. When comparing the types of industries, the 
proportions in the traditional male and female industries were similar to the 1995 study. 
 
 
 
Personality Traits of Entrepreneurship 
 
In the 1995 study, Bennett and Dann (2000) investigated three key personality features of 
entrepreneurs; internal locus of control, need for independence and risk taking.  These were 
replicated in the current study with results showing similar findings for independence and 
risk-taking propensity however the current study showed lower levels of locus of control. 
 
Motivation 
 
Significant attention is given in the literature to the motivations for starting a business, 
predominantly focusing on push or pull factors.  Push factors are associated with necessity 
and in the current study included redundancy (10%), unemployment (8%), frustration with 
previous employment (75%), the need to earn a reasonable living (67%) and flexible work 
schedule (83%). McLelland et al, (2005: 85-86) anticipated pull factors would included 
factors reflected by opportunity motives, In the current study, these factors such as 
independence (96%), self-fulfilment (97%), autonomy (96%), self-achievement (97%), social 
status (23%) and power (39%) support McLelland et al, (2005) pull factors.   In the current 
study, the need for self-achievement, independence and a flexible work schedule dominated.  
 
Table 1: Comparative Results of 1995 and 2006 
 
Characteristic 1995 Study 2006 Study  
Demographics 
Current Age - Mean 39 years 
 
Education 
level 
61.8% of the entrepreneurs had 
been educated to a tertiary level 
25% high school and 58% university 
Educational 
type 
38.1% had studied in the 
business field, 28% had studied 
an arts related field and 15.3% 
had done medical/science 
studies. 
35% business, 25% arts, 13.3 science,  
Position in 
family 
65.3% of the entrepreneurs were 
either the eldest girls or the 
eldest child in the family  
 
65% eldest female child or eldest child 
Role of 
parents 
45.7% had parents who were 
self-employed.  
46.6% had parents who were self-
employed. Majority who had role-models 
cited their parents as the key role-model. 
Role Model 7.7% had a role model, 41.5% had a role model 
Age when 
started the 
business 
Mean 31 years old. 
 
Mean 31.94 years old. 
Business Demographics 
Establishment 
of business 
71% started as new, 23% 
purchased business, 6% inherited
90% established as new,  8.6% purchased 
the business,  0.7% inherited 
Stage of 
business cycle 
60% growth phase, 71.1% 
planned to grow business further 
56.5% growth phase,  82% planned to 
grow the business further  
Industry 79.2 in traditional female 
industries 20.8% in male 
industries  
85.2% in female industries, 14.8 in male 
industries 
Characteristic 1995 Study 2006 Study  
Motivation 
Motivation Financial gain 19.7% 
Fulfillment 18.3% 
Independence 15.8% 
Opportunity recognition 14.2% 
Dissatisfaction with current 
employment 12% 
Help Husband 8.2% 
Family 7.7% 
Crisis 6.6% 
Quality of life 5.5% 
Family business 3.3% 
Self-achievement 97% 
Independence 96% 
Flexible work schedule 83% 
Quality of life 92% 
Dissatisfaction with current  
employment  74% 
Financial gain 66% 
Family  47% 
Help Husband 46% 
Gain power 39% 
Gain social status 23% 
Crisis 21.3% 
Redundancy 9% 
Unemployment  8% 
Personality 
Independence 2.36 (out of 5) 2.2 (out of 5) 
Risk-taking 2.13 (out of 5) 2.04 (out of 5) 
Locus of 
control 
2.35 (out of 5) 1.9 (out of 5) 
 
 
Conclusions 
This study is the first step in profiling Australian women entrepreneurs in the new century.  
The aim of the paper is to identify changes in demographic profile, motivation and personality 
traits of women entrepreneurs over the past ten years; these changes appear to be:  education 
level has decreased, the use of role-models has increased, the business were less likely to be 
bought or inherited, more businesses appear to be in the traditional female industries, 
motivation appears to be more about self-fulfilment than money and there appears to be less 
locus of control.  
 
The decrease in education level may at first appear contra-intuitive, but is in line with past 
studies finding that formal tertiary education may even suppress entrepreneurial 
characteristics (Chamard, 1989; Budman, 1997).  Notably, changes have also been found in 
motivation with self-achievement topping the list of characteristics, followed by independence 
and quality of life. Future research is required to gain qualitative data that will inform these 
results in more depth. 
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